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Negotiating trans-ethno space: An inductive investigation of kimchi's ability
to bound Korean-American transnational identity
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It has been suggested that the linkages among the sensory, memorial and social aspects of culinary symbolism for
transnationals are pronounced by particular food preparations. By using direct evidence, the present investigation tests this postulate by seeking to understand the connectivity of kimchi to Korean-American identity
and if so, how this functions above and below the surface. Five focus groups were conducted comprised of 35
Korean-American adults. The research was designed around a grounded theory approach with an open-ended
grand tour question: How does kimchi aﬀect your sense of identity? Seven themes were uncovered: Recreating
Memories – Collectivity, Connectivity and Family; Aﬃrmation of Family Structure; Kimchi Is Love; Territorial
Space; Acquired Taste; Cheating Memories - Shame and Sadness; and Female Kitchen Agency and Power
Relations. Kimchi has held on through space and time to provide a shared sense of connectivity to the KoreanAmerican informants, perhaps more intensely and more democratically than in Korea, their ethic homeland.
Reported kimchi taste acquisition followed a trajectory from aversion to familiarity to longing. The re-negotiation of kimchi's ethno-space in America has led to feelings of shame, guilt and sadness to some. Concessions
have been made. Manufactured kimchi provided a common generic bridge to the trans-Korean-American
community. However, the move away from home-prepared kimchi has taken a toll on family's historic and
structural connectivity, emotions, the deliverance of cultural capital and has aﬀected the distribution of
household agency.

1. Introduction
It has been suggested that food practices carry an extra signiﬁcance
for transnational immigrants living in a foreign country. Food's apparent worth as a conveyor of cultural capital diametrically increases as
distance and time fray an immigrant's links to the motherland. This
presumably happens when tangible ties to an indigenous culture diminish, such as religion, dress and language. (Walraven, 2002; D’Sylva
& Beagan, 2011; Collins, 2008; Gabaccia, 1998; Lee, 2000; Choo,
2004). For transnationals in this untethered alien environment, culinary commodities serve as a cohesive and stabilizing force (Gabaccia,
1998; Harbottle, 2006; Law, 2001). Or, as Heldke (2003) suggests, a
subtle resistance to a dominant culture. While transnational diets may
modify as the nuances of a new food culture are negotiated, some traditional food artifacts have remained resistant to transformation. These
particular culinary preparations have been reported to impart layers of
signiﬁcation, meanings and aﬀect upon transplanted migrants. They
include, Satay babi (a spicy pork dish) for Malaysians in Australia
(Choo, 2004); Chicken Adobo for Philippine women in Hong Kong (Law,
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2001); Sorpotel, made with pork for Goans in Canada (D'Sylva &
Beagan, 2011); and in America, pasta and tomatoes for Italians; collard
greens for Southern blacks; crawﬁsh for Cajuns (Ray, 2004); and,
Kimchi for Koreans (Collins, 2008; Han, 2010; Walraven, 2002; World
Institute of Kimchi, 2015). The present study focuses on the last, with
the overall goal to uncover how Kimchi interconnects with KoreanAmerican identity.
Kimchi refers to a pungent, fermented, ﬁery preparation composed
primarily of cabbage or a substituted vegetable and seasonings including a considerable amount of red chili pepper, salt and sometimes
garlic. The fermentation process typically takes two or more weeks. The
ﬁnal product yields a spicy, tangy taste and a distinctive aroma. Kimchi
also has some importance as a healthy food, rich in vitamins, minerals
and probiotics (Kim, 2005). It is considered an essential and ubiquitous
side-dish accompanying steamed rice, a main staple, and other dishes.
Kimchi has been a part of the Korean diet since antiquity. Before
modernity and western inﬂuence stepped in, kimchi networks comprised of an extended female kinship (called kimjang), would prepare
vast amounts of kimchi for winter storage (Collins, 2008). More
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are provided. While humans digest the corporal sensuality of food's
properties: the smells, sights, and the ﬂavors, they also cognitively ingest familiar memories of the near and distant past. You not only eat
food, you consume it, you digest it, you ingest it, it becomes part of you,
along with its attendant messages. You are what you eat. Or rather, you
eat what you are. In addition, food taste or cravings are manifestly
connected to the signiﬁcant meanings underlying a meal, which may be
the predominant element for the acquisition of ﬂavor preferences
(Collins, 2008; Douglas, 1975; Lalonde, 1992; Rozin & Fallon, 1981).
For example, research has demonstrated that aﬃnities for adverse
tastes found in ingredients such as chili peppers are often conditioned
through cultural exposure. Individuals develop a “taste” for these products through a repetitive indoctrination and obedience to a cultural
ideology. Familiarity is induced by persistent exposure to particular
foods by creating a pervasive reliance on these products for mental and
physical satiety. This enables an aﬀective switch over time, from
aversion to longing (Rozin & Fallon, 1981). Conversely, the oral zone,
as Spiro (1955) reminded, is the ﬁrst to be socialized, so it is the most
resilient to transformation. This makes food a particularly powerful
medium for transmission of immutable values (Lalonde, 1992).
It has been implied that the linkages among the sensory and social
aspects of culinary symbolism in a transnational context apply to
kimchi (Cho, 2006; Han, 2000). By using direct evidence, the present
investigation tests this postulate by seeking to understand the connectivity of kimchi to Korean-American identity and if so, how this
functions above and below the surface. Research into the connection of
food to the transnational psyche may help in the development of new
food products that are attuned to consumer needs. Particularly, an investigation into kimchi's desirability is relevant to the recent eﬀorts to
promote healthy meals through traditional foodways (Hongu et al.,
2017; Laudan, 2015).

recently as a result of the 20th century diaspora, kimchi has been touted
as a robust symbol of Korean transnational identity (World Institute of
Kimchi, 2015; Collins, 2008; Walraven, 2002:; Cho, 2006; Han, 2000;
Han, 2010). According to the literature, kimchi's taste and odor were
and still are clear markers of shared Korean collectivity (Collins, 2008;
Walraven, 2002).
Empirical investigations on the semiotic properties underlying
Korean-Americans’ relationship to kimchi are sparse and the overall
literature has been generally speculative. Though, a structural understanding of the importance of culinary pathways to the individual and
collective psyche has been explored by a number of scholars. Cooking
preparations constitute distinct cultural processes that become apparent
as raw ingredients transform into cooked commodities. Cooking is a
shared, universal form of group activity, much as language uniquely
connects individuals among various cultures (Levi-Strauss, 1978).
There are aesthetic dimensions to the enjoyment of food and its
taste, as Korsmeyer (1999) argues, and what she describes as the “logic”
of aesthetic judgements, which is connected to the underlying meanings
of eating practices. The way food is prepared and the conviviality of the
meal itself reﬂects and communicates patterns of social relationships
(Douglas, 1975; Lalonde, 1992). Nothing is simply cooked; rather, it
must be cooked in a certain style or fashion. (Collins, 2008; Harbottle,
2006). A set of guidelines structuring group allegiance frame every
ingredient that is processed and every procedure incorporated into a
meal: its expected taste, texture and all the other elements of a particular culinary culture (Geertz, 1973; Levi-Strauss, 1978; Parasecoli,
2014). Then, these culinary practices are embodied in recipes that are
replicated then transmitted across generations and distance. In this
sense, like any other cultural phenomenon that can be interpreted and
understood, food can be considered an “ensemble of texts,” mnemonically ﬁtted within an encoded system of guidelines. The transformation
of food ingredients into culinary commodities, the acceptance of these
properties and the attendant commensality, are among the manifest
characteristics of cultural identity.
Fischer (1988) wrote that this system of eating preferences, tastes
and practices are learned behaviors that guide individuals as they negotiate their place in the world (Lee, 2000). The recursive nature of
culture and in particular cuisine, is theoretically embodied in a system
of dispositions or “habitus,” as oﬀered by Bourdieu. An embedded set of
characteristics emerges from a collective memory shared by people
with common backgrounds. This latently informs an individual's tastes,
or in the present case, food preferences, without being overtly declared
(Bourdieu, 1984). Following Bourdieu, Cantwell's (1999) “ethnomimesis” suggests a shared habitus composed, more-or-less, of conformity to
traditions of group aﬃliation. These practices are memorialized and
incorporated into physiological dispositions that are “phantoms” in the
subconscious minds of collective consumers (Bourdieu, 1984;
Seremetakis, 1994). Then, they are “sedimented" as Connerton (1989)
puts it, into the bodily practice of eating.
A transnational may feel a need to reach into this well of memories,
as the blurring of traditional signiﬁers often leads to feelings of dislocation. The meal potentially assuages this anxiety by shortening the
perceived distance from the homeland (D'Sylva, 2011; Walraven, 2002;
Collins; 2008). Through the venue of a meal, past memories could be
reprocessed in “ephemeral space,” as feelings of belonging and comfort
have the potential to be enabled at almost any time through the venue
of a culinary story (Christou, 2011; Collins, 2008; Seremetakis, 1994).
The meal stands available to reprocess past memories, and hence provide sociological and psychological comfort. There is also an “imagined
community,” Sutton (2001) suggests, that is brought together when
disparate emigres symbolically connect by eating the same food “from
home.” All this helps the transnational “regain touch” as it were
(Christou, 2011; Serematakis, 1994; Vasquez- Medina, 2015).
It is not so easy to the separate symbolic elements from food's organoleptic proﬁle (Lalonde, 1992). Humans have been biologically and
socially constructed by the foods they choose, or rather, the foods that

2. Methods
Five focus groups were conducted comprising 35 Korean-American
adults (14-males and 21 females) from March to June 2018. The informants were conveniently selected from the relationships the investigators had with the Korean community. Interviews were conducted
at Montclair State University and at a local Korean church. The inclusion criteria were limited to adults of Korean descent and living in the
US. The investigation was approved by the Montclair State University,
Institutional Review Board.
The research was designed around a grounded theory approach
(Feldman, Harwell, & Brusca, 2013). To encourage an open dialogue,
facilitators stressed the conﬁdentiality of responses, and that there were
no right or wrong answers. A two-part structured broad questioning
process was used that is consistent with Spradley's qualitative research
approach (1979). The ﬁrst part of each focus group consisted an openended ‘‘Grand Tour’’ question to enable the group to broadly describe
the dynamics behind their relationship to kimchi: How does kimchi
eﬀect your sense of identity? To evolve the conceptual model, the researchers presented analyzed ﬁndings from the previous session to each
successive focus group for commentary and reﬁnement (Birks, 2009).
The researchers conﬁrmed their ﬁndings with the informants at every
step and across the focus groups. A process of iteration was used from
the inception of the ideological concept in the ﬁrst focus group, through
the theoretical saturation of ideas during the ﬁnal session (Guest,
Bunce, & Johnson, 2006). The focus group data was discursively reﬁned
across the groups to get a conﬁrmatory model. No attempt was made by
the researchers to embellish or inﬂuence the informant's responses. The
researchers considered the possibility of their subjective bias. Speciﬁcally, the American and Korean-American investigators addressed the
potential of assigning more, or lessor weight to the ﬁndings based on
their own experiences, or lack thereof. As such, the investigators of this
study had agreed (and made every eﬀort) to bracket their personal
feelings, opinions and experiences. All the sessions were audio taped,
19
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3.1. Recreating memories – collectivity, connectivity & family

transcribed verbatim and re-read several times as soon as possible in
order to preserve the full meaning of the informants' words (Charmaz,
2006).
The transcripts were analyzed using deductive content analysis,
which involved assigning codes to text passages (Charmaz, 2006). The
researchers were simultaneously involved in data collection and analysis; the analytic codes were constructed manually from the data, not
from pre-conceived hypothesis; the data was constantly compared between and across the focus groups; the theory was advanced during
each step of data collection and analysis; relationships were elaborated
and an independent analysis was constructed before the literature review was conducted. Concepts and meanings were culled inductively
from the thematic texts. Two Korean-American investigators and an
American (non-Korean) researcher analyzed and triangulated the data
from multi-rater, etic and emic perspectives (Jones, 2009; Webb &
Kevern, 2001).

A general consensus across the focus groups was that kimchi is
strongly connected to memories of self, family and recent ancestral
history, as this was reiterated in multiple discussions. To the participants, being Korean as a local or national identity, implies adherence to
familial traditions generated from Korea. Memory attribution was the
most common reference to kimchi's collective and connective properties.
One informant put it this way:
I think it [Kimchi] does bring people back to a memory, because even
just asking other themed questions [to the focus group] based on
kimchi, everyone brought up a memory from the past…My mom would
always tell me memories of when she was back in Korea and she would
make it with her sisters, or with her mom, with her extended family
[Informant #30].
Reaching back, both ﬁrst-generation males and females recalled the
ability of kimchi-making to connect family and others, as expressed by
another participant:

3. Results
Thirty-ﬁve Korean-Americans participated in this study, including
14 male and 21 female informants. Six males and 6 females were born
in the US, 8 males and 17 females were born in Korea. Twenty of these
participants were married, 15 were single, the mean age was 38.66
years and the mean time in the US was 27.18 years. The code number of
each informant in the thematic narrative below has been assigned to
their corresponding demographic details in Table 1. A number of
themes were purged from the focus group data: Recreating Memories –
Collectivity, Connectivity and Family; Aﬃrmation of Family Structure;
Kimchi Is Love; Territorial Space; Acquired Taste; Cheating Memories Shame and Sadness; and Female Kitchen Agency and Power Relations,
as follows:

I do believe that kimchi does keep the family together because I grew up
watching my grandma, my mom, my aunts, my whatever; all the women
in my family just going at it for hours [#18].
The ﬁrst-generation participants generally remembered their mothers and grandmothers fermenting kimchi in Korea by putting it in clay
pots and burying them in the ground. The family gatherings at kimjang
(a kimchi-making festival) was a potent memory for many of them,
particularly the women. Recollections from these ﬁrst-generation
Korean-Americans include: “Kimjang is festive because everyone gets together…there is something special about that time,” (#15). The collectivity
of this event as reported was clear, “They all come together, family,
community, whatever and they make kimchi for a year…it's a social thing”
[#15]. These informants sentimentally missed these “fond memories,”
though whether they missed Korea, their families overseas or the past
was, not clearly elucidated. One female [#18] was not sure, “Maybe
because I miss kimchi or maybe I miss my family,” she deliberated. A
younger male did not have those memories, not even from a secondhand perspective, “cause” he pointed out, “My parents never made it
[Kimchi]. We've only ever eaten store bought” [#27]. A female informant
[#24] countered: “My mom and grandmother makes kimchi. Store-bought
kinda doesn't have [a memory or family connection].” A younger male
[#25], thought this line of conversation was too abstract. He did not
believe kimchi had a function in familial relations. “Absolutely not,” he
stated, referring to kimchi's ability to connect the family, though he
then modiﬁed his position to “I don't know.”
Generally, the informants tied kimchi to local transnational and
national Korean identity among a number of statements. Examples are
as follows:

Table 1
Informant codes and demographic data.
Informant Code #

Gender

Marital Status

Age

Years in the US

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35

Female
Male
Female
Female
Female
Female
Male
Female
Female
Female
Female
Female
Female
Female
Female
Female
Female
Female
Female
Male
Female
Female
Female
Male
Male
Male
Male
Female
Male
Male
Male
Male
Male
Male
Male

Single
Married
Married
Single
Married
Single
Single
Single
Married
Single
Married
Married
Married
Single
Married
Married
Married
Married
Single
Married
Single
Married
Married
Single
Single
Married
Single
Single
Single
Single
Married
Married
Married
Married
Married

28
39
55
37
35
29
26
29
54
20
43
48
48
41
45
42
49
47
47
36
20
50
49
24
26
25
22
26
25
27
53
54
49
57
48

Born
36
30
34
9
2
0.5
18
26
1
30
44
34
Born
42
17
23
26
17
Born
Born
40
36
Born
Born
Born
Born
Born
Born
18
35
44
39
43
34

in US

in US

When I eat kimchi I feel like I am connected with my Korean culture
[#17]. I cannot live without kimchi [#16].
Korean without kimchi is a desert without an oasis [#32].

in US
in US

Man, I really miss Korea, or my grandmother's kimchi. I am able to
connect it to that memory [#30].
in
in
in
in
in
in

US
US
US
US
US
US

3.2. Aﬃrmation of family structure
Making kimchi is labor intensive and, to a certain extent, an organizational structure is required to create this commodity in community
or family environs. The younger children have menial jobs and the top
job goes to the elder in the family, in one participant's words:
You know, if you are unskilled like me, you are going to just peel all the
garlics for hours and hours. If you are a little bit skilled, like my cousin
20
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3.5. Acquired taste

who is a little older than me, she's going to chop the scallions, so that is a
little move up. And if you are a little bit more skilled like my oldest
cousin, then she's going to chop the radish…and my aunt of course, she is
like the king, …she is going to put the ﬁnal touches on the kimchi…
[#18].

Learning or acquiring a taste for kimchi was mentioned frequently
as a necessary undertaking for kimchi appreciation. This generally was
accomplished, more-or-less, through the following textual sequence of
taste acquisition, as reported:

As with all meals, once kimchi was ready for consumption the family elders, the consensus of participants agreed, were always served
ﬁrst.
3.3. Kimchi is love
Thinking about kimchi as a food made from love, was mentioned by
a number of participants. Examples from their responses are as follows:
It's, it's love….it is about love, it is about family [#13].
…like I grew up with my aunts and my grandmothers. I got an acquired
taste from them cause they knew exactly what I want. The exact level of
spiciness, the exact level of saltiness…and I know through that way, I feel
very much loved [#15].
Though, this feeling of love is qualiﬁed by whether or not the
kimchi was made at home, as one participant clariﬁed:
[Korean-Americans] feel more loved ‘‘cause if you know it's homemade,
not coming out of a plastic bag [#13].
Or, if you were or were not involved in the creative process, as
another informant reported:
I think somebody who has never watched our mothers really turn that
[kimchi-making] into a communal event, we like it, we miss it, but I do
not attach love to kimchi [#23].
3.4. Territorial space
Still, kimchi distinguished familial space and history, as generally
agreed among many of the informants in the focus groups. Most agreed
that the recipes for making kimchi at home are somewhat varied, dependent originally on conditions in Korea and the availability of ingredients in America. The informants mentioned regional and socioeconomic access to ingredients; climatic diﬀerentiation, which necessitates the addition of more salt for preservation in warmer regions;
historic family recipe variations, that are often replicated (and preferred) across generations; and the ability to procure equivalent ingredients in America. As generally agreed across the focus groups, a
particular balance of combustible and savory properties marks each
Korean household's recipe, and thus familial identity and wellness. A
legend oﬀered by three participants described how kimchi saved the
motherland by providing a nutritional barrier from an invasion of
Chinese SARS.
The most recurrent indicator of Korean territorial space mentioned
was kimchi's olfactory properties: The distinctive smell. In a consensus
of responses, you are not Korean or you are not in a Korean neighborhood, if the smell of kimchi is not omnipresent. For example, you
can even tell if garbage belongs to Koreans as male informant [#25]
explained, “It always has a smell of kimchi in it…Then, when you smell
kimchi-infused garbage, he stated, “It's like oh, I am in a Korean neighborhood.” Some American husbands reportedly banished this pungent
marker from the house, to the garage in one case. To another female
informant [#11], her husband's learned tolerance of the kimchi smell
was an indicator of his acceptance into the Korean culture. She recounted her husband's remarks on the odor: “Oh my God, that [kimchi]
really smells!” However, “He's also accepting it,” she defended, “He's also
acquired a taste for it. I understand he hasn't grown up with it.” Kimchi's
smell is so revealing of Korean-American identity a female informant
[#19] stated that it overshadows its sensory taste, as she reported, “It's
not necessarily the taste. The smell brings up all this imagery in my mind.”

3.6. Cheating memories - shame and sadness
Mostly due to background and lifestyle changes, some of the informants were never involved in or had no memories of making kimchi.
While one female informant commented on kimchi's general capacity to
evoke “good feeling and good emotions [#16],” a general consensus
was that the new modern reality and the necessity to purchase manufactured kimchi for their families had garnered feelings not only of loss
of memory, cultural capital and connectivity, but guilt, shame and
anger as well, as follows:
Loss of Memory and Cultural Capital: …there's this sense of loss in our
minds and our hearts, that if you buy this manufactured [kimchi], it is
not as fulﬁlling as if it were homemade [#3].
My daughter never learned how to make kimchi and now she grown up,
she'll never know how to make kimchi and the fact that it can't be passed
on to her children, then there's a sense of loss there….The same item
[store-bought kimchi] may not have the same tangible value… So, I feel
sorry for my daughter because my daughter never see [sic] her mother
21
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families. These memories mostly connected the ﬁrst-generation participants with their mothers and/or grandmothers in Korea, the mother
country. Family gatherings and kimjang, brought these participants together with their extended families and the broader Korean communities. This shared production model reinforced communal gender relations that allowed for the transmission of the culinary artifact: kimchi,
and reinforced the social structure of the concurring female participants
(Collins, 2008). Though, these practices did not entirely carry over to
the trans-ethnic community in America. For the second-generation male
and female Korean-Americans who were not generally part of the
production processes, the long-lasting memories and connective properties of kimchi were abstracted. This particularly happened when
parents brought home manufactured kimchi products. It was generally
clear that kimchi in any form provided a strong link to Korean culture,
and indirectly to Korea. However, the “trans-ethno” space that the informants straddled required adjustments to modern time constraints
and taste (Collins, 2008; Lee, 2000).
Store-bought kimchi provided a bridge that connected past kimchi
practices with the demands of western modernity. The advantage of
purchasing this product included time savings and common generic
taste, free of the status and regional connotations. This allowed for a
trans-ethnic and a trans-geographic (as some relatives visited from far
away) expression of cultural unity. A stronger need to consume kimchi
after coming to America was expressed by a number of ﬁrst-generation
participants, expressly when they felt nostalgic (D'Sylva & Beagan,
2011; Parasecoli, 2014). A choice among the binary paradigm of
homemade and manufactured kimchi had eﬀects on memories, love,
family structure and gender. Homemade kimchi aﬃrmed family status.
However, the structure behind the meal, the connection to family space,
the community, the embedded rituals surrounding home-cooked meals,
was essentially lost to the participant consumers of manufactured
kimchi (Clark, 1980; Collins, 2008). The move towards a manufactured
product also diminished female connectivity and agency in the kitchen,
and the love and the comforting feelings homemade kimchi produced
(Vasquez-Medina, 2015). In addition, feelings of guilt, sadness and
shame were testiﬁed by participants who were unable to provide
homemade kimchi to their families or include their children in the
culinary processing. Still kimchi, whether home-prepared or storebought, functioned to identify Korean-American territory. Kimchi's
smell, was reported to be a distinct olfactory boundary that was needed
to mark a separate space from competing American cultures.
Interestingly, the informants of the study did not elaborate about
kimchi's preferred ﬂavor attributes. Rather, the they generically discussed the aforementioned memorial, collective and olfactory attributes, or the need to learn, adapt, or “acquire” a taste for this product
through exposure. These associations ascribed to the models of habitus
and distinction proﬀered by Bourdieu (1984) and others (Appadurai,
1996; Harbottle, 2006; Rozin & Fallon, 1981). The informants learned
to like kimchi, then they could not live without it, though necessary
accommodations were made contingent on their new lifestyle.
The relationship of cookery and the transmission of culture through
feminine channels has been established in the literature (Walraven,
2002; Han, 2010; D'Sylva & Beagan, 2011). Appadurai (1981) following
Marriott (1978) suggested a diametric relationship between intimacy
and rank. The more unequal the relationship, the more likely the food
transactions would be intimate. Some of the male participants spoke
diminutively about the importance of women's roles in kitchen work.
This perspective as reported, may be changing. On the other hand, the
preparation and service of kimchi gave the female participants a feeling
of authority and control over cultural transmission of culinary memories and family structure. This was aﬃrmed through expressed feelings
of love and the emotional delivery of the kimchi product. The kitchen
was also described as a space where females could bond with female
relatives and others (D'Sylva & Beagan, 2011). The ﬁndings of the
present study refute literature inferences that kimchi's ﬁery properties
exude masculinity (Han, 2000; Walraven, 2002). Kimchi clearly fell

making kimchi for her [#17].
Loss of Connectivity for Family and Community: [My kids] would
ask “how come we don't do that [make kimchi like their friends] and I
felt some shame, guilt yeah, a little bit of both [#19].
[With store-bought] the gatherings is lost. The tradition: the same thing,
but the gatherings!...Yeah, and the connection to your parents cooking,
your roots [#31]!
Guilt: If you buy [ready-made] kimchi for your family or your child, you
feel bad because you are not having that making it together connection…
and I feel sorry too and I feel, I feel guilty that not really making that for
her [#17].
Shame: It's kinda like shameful [buying kimchi] [#28].
Anger: My wife got pissed oﬀ. There is no [home-made] kimchi in my
brother's house [#31].
A younger male tried to make sense of why Koreans are enveloped
in a kimchi culture:
I guess people would feel sad because they feel their child, they're rejecting their heritage [for not eating kimchi]…Yeah, they are very
judgmental if you don't like it [kimchi, the elders say] “oh you don't like
kimchi? Then you're not Korean” [#27].
3.7. Female kitchen agency and power relations
While kitchen space was described as female territory, the men
described being disconnected from the cookery area. To a degree, the
men felt positioned emotionally and socially above the kimchi preparation and the attached meanings. They aﬃrmed a delineation of
gender production and consumption practices in Korea, which has
carried over to the trans-nationals living in America. Women, predominantly controlled the kitchen domain and kimchi preparation, as
reported. “Ya know, the daughters, mothers, aunts. It is a very women
community thing…,” one male informant [#30] explained. “Don't come
in the kitchen,” is a quote reported [#32] and iterated verbatim by three
men [#’s 31, 32, 34], as well as another who reported zero tolerance for
men in the kitchen [#35], when recollecting their mother's and
grandmother's admonitions when they crossed the kimchi-preparation
space. This demarcation was not only about territory but status as well.
“You've got something bigger to think about,” a grandmother reportedly
explained to one male [#32], when he recollected his attempt to get
involved in the process. The following discourse among two male informants highlighted lingering gender divisions about the service of
food and kimchi in home kitchens the US.
Well, man is the center of the household, right? You call it boss.
Whenever there is meat, or anything, or any kind of protein, all things
animal, this goes ﬁrst to the father. Father eats ﬁrst, because he is the
head of the house and this is the best, usually protein is the most expensive [#32].
That is not generally followed nowadays [#31].
No, I am just mentioning that meat is related to the more masculine thing
[#32].
Kimchi is emotionally more attached to the ladies [#31].
We didn't. The men didn't…I don't have more attachment [to the
kimchi] [#32].
4. Discussion
For the majority of the female participants of the focus groups, both
the preparation and consumption of kimchi brought them fond memories of making kimchi with their extended and generational female
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products is contingent not only on their ﬂavor, but also their connectivity to social and psychological relationships (Kelder, Hoelscher, &
Perry, 2015).

under the realm of femininity to both the female and male study participants in this investigation.
5. Conclusion

Funding
Through the practice of eating kimchi, the informants of this study
found a refuge where reconnections with families, heritage and relationships were enabled and a return to a “cultural whole” were invigorated, as Sutton (2001) has it. Traditional ethic food practices were
transferred, as it were, to a new aesthetic geography where the informants could ﬁnd a measure of safety and comfort. This was a “transethno” zone between here and there, where ethnic, cultural and modern
identities were collected and redeﬁned. A comparison with the travails
of Bengali Americans helps deﬁne the culinary locus of our informants.
Bengali-American identity, as Ray (2004) reports, is positioned uncomfortably among a number of polarities including race, religion,
science and progress. They have to carefully balance their Bengali
identiﬁers while slipping into the American cultural mainstream. At
home, “ornamental,” private consumption aﬃrms their “inside” identity, while public eating practices are often Americanized. From this
perspective, trans-ethno space could be understood as the transference
of the ethnic “other,” as Ray sees it, to more mainstream applications.
These “insider-outsider” relations take on a more insidious dimension
when food is considered not only as a venue for cultural connectivity
but as an instrument of internal control or resistance (i.e. “anticolonialist eating” – Heldke, 2003). Hints of conﬂict are manifest during
our informant's ruminations, though not overtly mentioned (Choi,
2013). It is fodder for further investigation.
While our informant's relationship with Kimchi has changed as it
had to transverse geography, cultural boarders, modernity and time,
still kimchi has held on to provide a shared sense of connectivity to the
informants. Perhaps more intensely and more democratically than in
Korea, their ethic homeland (Collins, 2008; Vasquez-Medina, 2015;
Walraven, 2002). The acquisition of kimchi taste, as reported, followed
a trajectory from aversion, to familiarity to longing. The re-negotiation
of kimchi's ethno-space in America has led to feelings of shame, guilt
and sadness to some. The move away from home-prepared kimchi has
taken a toll on the family's speciﬁc historic and structural identity,
emotions, the deliverance of cultural capital and it has eﬀected the
distribution of household agency. However, before casting our informants as overly nostalgic or “culinary Luddites” as Laudan (2015)
puts it, before we conclude that they are regretful or wistful, we should
not rule out their option to redeﬁne their culinary language. Concessions have been made: manufactured kimchi oﬀered a generic bridge
for this trans-Korean-American community. It provided an agreed upon,
common “taste” and links to the homeland and the future. It was the
“new normal” for our informants and the new baseline for future transethno culinary modiﬁcations.
The ﬁndings of this study have relevance for researchers involved in
food product development and marketing, nutrition professionals and
those seeing to provide support services to migrant populations.
Consumption of kimchi has been promoted in the literature for its
healthy properties and this product has become more conveniently
accessible through its mass production by food manufacturers. While
nutrition, convenience and sensory acceptance are important, innovative changes to traditional products (and kimchi in particular)
must be considerate of the meanings food has to trans-ethnic and
broader consumer populations. The ﬁndings of the present study demonstrated that kimchi provided a level of comfort to the informants.
While these local ﬁndings may not be generalized to other regions, they
indicate the potential of particular foods to facilitate cultural acclimation for other trans-ethnic populations. Though, the general acceptance
of kimchi (or other specialized ethnic food products) by a broad-base of
consumers may not be optimized if food professionals do not consider
or address underlying culinary meanings (Kim, 2005; Hongu et al.,
2017; Kü;hne et al., 2005). More speciﬁcally, the acceptance of food

This research did not receive any speciﬁc grant from funding
agencies in the public, commercial, or not-for-proﬁt sectors.
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